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IV

REVIEW

Gary K. Pranger, Philip Schaff. Portrait of an Immigrant Theologian.
New York: Peter Lang, 1996.

Barbara Dobschiitz

Living in the light of a larger world experience, Philip Schaff, a Swiss educated in Germany and
living in America, became one of the nineteenth century's foremost church historians. As a biblical
scholar and theologian, Schaff became an advocate of the Mercersburg theology or "mediating evangelical
theology." Schaff's intellectual and theological development, Gary Pranger's recent portrait argues, was
formed in the context of an European-American exchange. Schaff's immigrant experience also provided
the basis on which his later achievements as an advocate for ecumenical cooperation would become
possible. Furthermore, Pranger's thesis contends that Schaff's own experience mirrored the nineteenth
century world of Protestant theology as a melding, or merging of both German- and Anglo-American
theological ideas. Pranger argued that Schaff's life, his work, his network of associations with scholars,
theologians, political and religious leaders on both sides of the Atlantic acted as a foreshadowing of the
later nineteenth century liberalization of American Protestantism. Schaff, however, resisted abandoning
his evangelical roots in biblical theology and continued to battle elements of German higher criticism,
unlike many of his American theological counterparts. Thus, when he died in 1893, his impact would
be minimized and out of step with the Protestantism of the twentieth century. However, Pranger points
out that his lasting contribution, which continues to explain the demand for his works today, were his
extensive works in church history that have subsequently influenced later twentieth century church
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historians such as Christopher Dawson and Kenneth Latourette.
Instrumental in creating church history as a distinctive mode of study in America, Philip Schaff
played a major role in the founding of the American Society of Church History. Treatments of his
contributions have resulted in a number of works to commemorate the 100th anniversary of the society
in 1987. Three volumes made up the Society's tribute to its famous founder. First was the small
biography by George Shriver, Philip Schaff: Christian Scholar and Ecumenical Prophet. Second, A
Century of Church History: The Legacy of Philip Schaff was a collection of essays edited by Henry W.

Bowden in 1988. Finally, Klaus Penzel's Philip Schaff: Historian and Ambassador of the Universal
Church presented an edited collection of Schaff's works. Penzel also published an article on Schaff's

theological impact in Church History in June 1990. Gary Pranger's most recent treatment of Schaff was
the result of his 1987 University of Illinois-Chicago dissertation. As a portrait, Pranger analyzes Schaff's
extensive writings, private correspondence and diaries, and presents scholars with a much more thorough
treatment of Schaff's life than the previously mentioned works.
The melding of Schaff's European and American intellectual life--the heart of Pranger's portrait-developed in three distinct phases--his former education, his transformation or Americanization and,
finally, his "fulfillment" as a scholar, theological historian and Christian diplomat. Schaff's educational
training began with the pietistic school at Kornthal, eventually leading to the Gymnasium at Stuttgart and
the University of Tiibingen, where he studied philosophy and theology for two years from 1837-39.
Schaff would be influenced by a mosaic of both German pietistic religious and philosophical scholars.
Schaff entered Tiibingen between the period of 1835 and 1838 when the school of German "higher"
criticism was in its heyday and under attack from evangelical scholars such as Christian Friedrich
Schmid. Schaff seemed to excel at being able to draw from both camps even though, according to
Pranger, Schaff's sympathies remained with the evangelicals. According to Pranger, Schaff appropriated
a great deal of thinking from Hegel and Schleiermacher, whose influence was everywhere. Schaff's
influential teachers, Isaak August Dorner and F. C. Baur, used Schleiermacher and Hegel in different
ways and saw them not as "monsters of infidelity."

The depth and breadth of Schaff' s numerous

influences, Pranger argues, forever shaped him as "a liberal evangelical, that is, tolerant of all,
speculative in theology, and yet pietistic in faith." (41)
Schaff's ecumenical way of thinking--that is, drawing from a wide range of sources--came as a
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result of his ability to move within various theological, intellectual and political circles and ideas.
Throughout his life he demonstrated an uncanny ability to "network" among the cream of German
intellectual life and, later, he demonstrated this talent equally well among American intellectuals. Many
upper class women took an interest in him, as a young and promising student, and provided him with
tutoring positions as well as patronage for his studies. Schaff was introduced to Hegel's widow through
his employer's wife, Friedrich August Tholuck. The biography of Schaff by George Shriver tells us she
was the niece of Mrs. Hegel living in Berlin, and Schaff would visit often when he went there. Schaff
began his studies in Halle as a personal librarian to Tholuck, who, along with his wife, would be
responsible for introducing Schaff to a "conservative circle of educated nobility." (41) Yet another
"motherly figure" gave Schaff the opportunity to study at the University of Berlin, where his chief
influence was Johann Neander, a converted Jew, and his mentor in church history. Neander's influence
on church history was particularly crucial: "for him all Christian history ultimately served God's ends."
(50) Like Schaff, Neander lived between two worlds, "the German Protestant and the rest of JudeoChristian history." This "detached, scholarly approach," according to Pranger, was a way of life that
prevailed in their work and their lived experience.
Unlike many of the German immigrants that arrived in America in 1844, Schaff came to America
as a respected and much sought after young scholar, who had answered the calling of his German
Reformed Church. Beginning as a missionary to the Germans in America, Schaff became part of the
faculty at Mercersburg Seminary in Pennsylvania. The American religious landscape of the 1840's and
1850's, to which Schaff brought his "countervailing" ideas, was dominated by a combination of
patriotism, the revivalism of Finney and the Methodists, common sense philosophy of the Scottish
tradition, and Protestant theology.

This gave American demeanor and religion a conservative and

simplistic character. Schaff, Pranger believes, understood this and "wanted to shape it by making it more
accepting ·of universal Christianity and shielding it from the dangers of exclusivism." Yet, Schaff sought
to extend the intellectual cultural boundaries of his fellow immigrants as well, besides broadening the
boundaries of American evangelicalism. Both religious communities, Schaff was quick to learn, were
not readily inclined to receive such forward thinking ideas from the young Swiss-German scholar.
Schaff' s appointment to the German Reformed seminary placed him in contact with his
Mercersburg colleague, John Nevins. The resulting collaboration began a reform effort within the
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German Reformed denomination and expanded to influence all of American Protestantism. Schaff and
Nevins constructed a theology that wedded a catholic view of the church with the best of evangelicalism
which emphasized orthodox biblical theology. The Mercersburg theology emphasized the importance of
Christology and the Incarnation as the starting point of all Christian theology. Schaff drew upon the
lessons from the early church and stressed subjects that Protestants had ignored, giving a new vitality to
the doctrine of the church as the body of Christ. In addition, Schaff stressed the importance of the
historical view of the church. Sydney Ahlstrom considered Schaff's historical contribution as a milestone
in American historical understanding.
By 1870, Pranger points out, Schaff's missionary role became reversed when he became a
missionary to the European churches that sent him.

He had embraced, what Pranger notes as,

"Anglophilism that turned into rapid Americanization ... a white Anglo-Saxon Protestantism." (167) Yet,
while certain elements Schaff held in common with the nativists, much of his Americanization was
subjected to his "foreign orientation and his pietistic Christianity," as well as his "encyclopedic mind."
In 1870, Schaff joined the faculty of Union Theological Seminary in New York in order to devote himself
more fully to his academic life by being free of commitments to the German Reformed Church. During
this period he wrote the bulk of his multi-volume church history and biblical commentaries. This move
also allowed him to pursue, Pranger notes, ecumenical Christianity. Schaff's devotion to ecumenicalism
led him to be involved in "all shapes and sizes of commentaries, dictionaries, and encyclopedias." (178)
Pranger characterizes Schaff's role as a Christian bridge maker in his work with the Evangelical
Alliance during 1870-1893. In one of the major achievements of his career, Schaff brought together Old
Catholics from Europe and Presbyterians from Scotland as well as fundamentalists and modernists in the
United States. This included acting as the "middleman" between such figures as D. L. Moody, Charles
Hodge; Horace Bushnell and Charles Augustus Briggs, while also supporting the revision of the
Westminster Confession and being a prominent participant in the Parliament of World Religions that took
place in Chicago during the Columbian Exposition in 1893. Within the context of this experience,
Pranger notes, Schaff was Americanized to some degree, yet also part of a German mediating
evangelicalism that reached out to the Anglo-American theological world. Pranger argues that many
scholars fail to search for Christian unity that existed in the nineteenth century and most notably in
Schaff's work with the Evangelical Alliance. The Alliance emerged out of a meeting in 1846 of 800
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Protestants who met in London. This first attempt died in America due to the slavery question. Schaff
revived the group again in 1865, as Schaff declared the "unity of Christianity as necessary for the
evangelization of the world." The work with the Alliance had mixed results and, as Pranger observes,
in the end seemed to die with Schaff in 1893. Ecumenism did eventually emerge in the twentieth century,
but not as a result of the naivete which characterized the nineteenth century and only after the horrors
of twentieth century wars.
Pranger shares Schaffs appreciation for encyclopedic knowledge, and the breadth of data he
presents reveals how often Schaffs experience was at the center of American and European religious and
political events. Schaffs connections to a wide range of intellectuals and leaders represented almost a
who's who of the Victorian era. Particularly fascinating were the women who made his career possible,
and, also, how he very quickly moved into elite circles in Germany and eventually in the United States.
Pranger had access to what appears to be a rich collection of personal journals and letters. More analysis
and interpretation of the connection between Schaff s internal life and his intellectual achievements would
perhaps have provided a more complex picture of both the theologian and the man. While these kinds
of questions may not appeal to those who want to know the nuts and bolts of Schaffs scholarship, they
may give us a closer look at what it was like to be a religious intellectual, living in an adopted homeland,
faced with the challenges of living out one's faith in nineteenth century America.

Finally, besides

delineating the more personal context of Schaffs achievements, ten years of additional scholarship in
American church history, immigrant history and intellectual history should have led Pranger to interact
with some of these newer vistas and thus place Schaff into a current historiographical context.

Barbara DobschUtz
University of Illinois at Chicago
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